
 

 
 

Youth response to the evolution of EU 
environmental policies and stress test of the 

Birds and Habitats Directives 
 

We recognise the value of reviewing how the Birds and Habitats Directives are performing - 
both to strengthen implementation where needed and to ensure efficiency and predictability 
for businesses, while maintaining the high standards that protect Europe’s nature. However, 
concerns that the Stress Test may unintentionally erode the safeguards put in place to 
protect biodiversity cannot be overlooked. Young people are already inheriting a planet 
undergoing an ecological crisis. Biodiversity legislation are basic safeguards for the future 
integrity of our ecosystems; any subsequent modification to these should therefore not be 
taken lightly. 

It is key that consultations are open and accessible to the wider public. The input youth 
organisations provide into public consultations is vital to ensuring that young people’s 
perspectives are recognised. The outcomes of this process will arguably impact youth to a 
greater extent than any other age demographic, yet young people are often 
under-represented in decision making spaces.  

For this reason, it is not enough to ensure the process remains open to youth; young 
people must be meaningfully engaged throughout, and youth voices must also be 
amplified and actively sought. 
 

The Role of Nature 
Nature is the foundation for all aspects of our society. The Birds and Habitats Directives 
protect natural systems we are dependent on, and are therefore fundamental to our 
ecological, social, and economic stability. 

The Birds and Habitats Directives are fundamental to EU biodiversity policy. 
The Birds and Habitats Directives “form the cornerstones of EU biodiversity policy”1, are 
central to achieving the targets of the 2030 EU Biodiversity Strategy2, and act as the legal 
basis of the Natura 2000 network3. As the “backbone of EU biodiversity policy”3, and a key 
element in the EU’s efforts to preserve biodiversity and its benefits long into the future, these 
legislative frameworks are essential for the protection of European nature. Undermining 
these frameworks threatens to weaken protections and attitudes towards biodiversity. 

3 Nature and biodiversity, European Commission  
2 Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, European Commission 
1 Habitats Directive ; Birds Directive 

 

https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/nature-and-biodiversity_en?utm
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https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/nature-and-biodiversity/habitats-directive_en
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/nature-and-biodiversity/birds-directive_en?utm


 

Habitat and species protection is crucial for our society, health and economy. 
Nature influences our economies, well-being and health in many complex and 
interacting ways4. We are dependent on nature for food, clean water, and oxygen. A healthy 
biosphere is necessary for a stable society; protecting the health and stability of the 
biosphere should therefore be the priority of any body aspiring to promote social or 
economic development4,5. Additionally, protecting biodiversity is intrinsically interlinked with 
our efforts to address the climate crisis6. Changes to the Birds and Habitats Directives must 
also be considered within the wider context of the EU’s climate strategy. The subsequent 
impact of weakening biodiversity protections on climate resilience in Europe must be taken 
into account. 

Biodiversity protections cannot be seen as optional when inconvenient. 
Nature laws are not obstacles to competitiveness: the protection of biodiversity 
contributes to economies and societies5. Biodiversity regulations are framed as barriers only 
where short-term economic gains are the priority, for example the drainage of peatlands in 
the Baltic States for agricultural farmlands and horticulture. The European economy should 
instead be developed with its long-term competitiveness in mind, which will ultimately 
depend on Europe’s ecological stability and resilience. Choosing short-term gains at the 
expense of long-term protection overlooks the future price youth and future generations will 
have to pay for degraded ecosystems, climate instability, and the associated economic and 
social impacts7. 
 

Adapting the Directives 
The Directives can be strengthened by the outcomes of a review, for example, to 
improve implementation, as was recommended by the Fitness Check in 20168. However, it is 
important to recognise that changes in the requirements will likely result in changes to the 
application of the protections the Directives advance, and therefore adapting the Directives 
must be done with caution.  

The Birds and Habitats Directives require improvements to their 
implementation, funding, monitoring and enforcement – not revision or 
weakening. 
The implementation and monitoring of the Directives cannot be diminished, as a 
significant implementation gap is already widely recognised as a limiting factor in improving 
the conservation status of species and habitats9. Addressing capacity gaps within competent 
authorities, including monitoring and reporting systems, ecological expertise and other 
resources, can support more effective implementation8,10. Additionally, better integration of 

10 Special Report: More efforts needed to implement the Natura 2000 network to its full potential European Court of Auditors. 
2017.  

9 The state of nature in the European Union: Report on the status and trends in 2013 - 2018 of species and habitat types 
protected by the Birds and Habitats Directives. European Commission. 2020. 

8 Fitness check of the EU Nature Legislation (Birds and Habitats Directives)  European Commission. 2017.  

7 International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis.Balancing nature restoration and land use: a path to sustainable growth in 
the EU. 2025. 

6 Kim et al. Understanding the role of biodiversity in the climate, food, water, energy, transport and health nexus in Europe. 
2024. 

5 Policy imperatives for a competitive and resilient nature‑positive economy European Commission. 2025. 
4 Dasgupta, The Economics of Biodiversity. 2021.  
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957292/Dasgupta_Review_-_Abridged_Version.pdf


 

the Directives in the policies of other sectors (such as agriculture and forestry, energy, or 
fisheries) could minimise conflict and facilitate the resolution of any potential issues8. 

Enforcement of the Directives remains inconsistent across Member States. The 
transboundary nature of many species and habitats makes cross-border coordination 
essential. Improving coordination and consistency across competent authorities would 
increase the application and impact of the Directives8. 

The nature directives already offer a significant degree of flexibility for Member States’ 
implementation based on local contexts. Allowing for more flexibility in terms of reporting 
requirements or derogations risks exposing the directives to shifting political winds, and 
weakens their ability to effectively protect species and sites. Derogations are already very 
accessible and sufficient. The Directives need improved funding, monitoring and 
enforcement8.  

Scientific evidence must be the basis for any revision made to the Directives, 
especially in terms of species protection status. 
Recognised scientific evidence of conservation status, habitat condition and 
ecological integrity must always be the basis of any decision-making surrounding 
species listing, conservation measures or monitoring. This evidence must be collected and 
analysed by peer-reviewed scientific bodies and experts in the field. This is necessary to 
ensure that political decisions impacting nature are made with the scientifically proven 
consequences, and not political consequences, as the first priority. Any changes made to the 
framework or application of the Directives must also be accompanied by increased 
monitoring, to ensure that the favourable conservation status of species and habitats is not 
compromised. This is of particular importance considering that monitoring gaps are already 
identified as a significant issue surrounding the implementation of the Directives8. 
 

Maintaining stakeholder participation throughout this process is 
fundamental to ensuring that the outcome is widely accepted.  
Most Europeans consider the protection of biodiversity to be of central importance11. 
Engaging a wide variety of rightholders and stakeholders at all stages of this process is 
essential. This will ensure that the methods and conclusions remain acceptable to all parties, 
and has the potential to significantly improve the final outcome – participation of indigenous 
peoples (where applicable), local communities, women and youth, as well as other 
stakeholders can be a valuable way to identify emergent obstacles, and to find solutions to 
complex issues. Right- and stake-holders must be given multiple opportunities to engage 
with the process, with considerations to their specific needs during the process, and their 
input formally recognised and integrated into the final outcome. Continuous engagement 
may also increase a sense of ownership in stakeholders towards the final result, increasing 
acceptance and support. 

EU Youth should be recognized, empowered, and enabled to fully and 
equitably participate in the implementation and making of all EU legislation 
and decision-processes, as required under the target 22 of the Global Biodiversity 
Framework.  

11 Attitudes of Europeans towards biodiversity. 2026. 

 

https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/surveys/detail/3673
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